France is Divided

CHAPTER  XII

THE BREACH OF CONTRACT HABIT
THE tendency of a people to guard itself against the defects of
its character by raising a barrier of preventive measures, cul-
minating in France in the cautiously worded undertaking, the
papier timbre complex, the " signed and in writing " mania, and
degenerating to the point of absurdity where the original reason
was no longer apparent, can rarely be effective enough to prevent
definitely a suppressed characteristic making an appearance under
favourable conditions or even breaking through suddenly in an
unexpected moment.
Britain rarely gives an undertaking, but on the other hand
sometimes makes allusions of promises and envisages possi-
bilities, which are often misinterpreted by the other party who in
disappointment charges her with hypocrisy. Yet orice such an
undertaking has been formally given it can be relied upon un-
reservedly. Ribbentrop's illusions can only be explained by his
complete failure to understand this essential characteristic of the
British people. Britain has very few codified laws, not even
a Constitution in the full sense of the word, but a collection of
laws, decrees and juridical findings interpreting the laws, which
have one common link, the " precedents ** and customs which
regulate the life of the nation. It sometimes takes centuries to
have an out-of-date law .formally repealed, because " tradition ",
the tendency to stand by an undertaking beyond the limit of
reason even to the point of absurdity, is often strongly opposed
to such a step. The outstanding British characteristic being
loyalty, there has been no need for many written precautions to
ensure the, fulfilment of an undertaking given. Accordingly, the
fenglishman having developed in his external dealings with others
what sbems to be the opposite of this, his fundamental character-
istic,; neglects to prepare every negotiation in writing. Trans-
actions, even important ones, are more often concluded verbally.
The Englishman for this reason believes in the first instance in
the other party's sincerity and verbal promise, but once deceived
becomes furious .and obdurate.
It is a dangerous practice for a foreigner to lie in Britain, for
he can never regain the confidence of an Englishman, who can
better understand a frank and spontaneous avowal than an